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ABSTRACT 



Preliminary findings were generated from a formative 



evaluation that examined the implementation of a new secondary curriculum in 
Mexico. The study provides a deeper understanding about what is gained and 
what is lost when a decentralized curriculum is designed at the national 
level and implemented in local settings. Some insight is provided into how 
well the new curriculum is serving the needs of the different ethnic groups 
in a country with ethnically, culturally, and economically diverse 
populations. Data collection involved document analysis, site visits, and 
interviews with officials from the State Department of Education along with 
teachers and school administrators in four secondary schools in southeast 
Mexico. Findings suggest that the emphasis on homogeneously implementing 
national standards without consideration of local context have created a 
situation where the tension between national standards and local needs could 
affect the quality of students' education. The educational possibilities for 
children of indigenous ancestry are particularly at risk. National versus 
local is a significant topic both in Mexico and the United States, as is the 
issue of diverse ethnic groups and the extent to which students will be well 
served by national curriculum standards. Contains 5 notes, 18 references, and 
a table of data. (BT) 
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Purpose of the study 

This paper describes the preliminary findings of a formative evaluation examining the 
implementation of a new secondary curriculum in Mexico. The study provides a deeper 
understanding about what is gained and what is lost when a decentralized curriculum is 
designed at the national level and implemented in local settings. Some insight is provided into 
how well the new curriculum is serving the needs of the different ethnic groups in a country 
having ethnically, culturally and economically diverse populations. Data collection involved 
document analysis, site visits and interviews with officials from the State Department of 
Education, teachers and school administrators in four secondary schools in southeast Mexico. 
As the findings suggest, the emphasis on homogeneously implementing national standards 
without consideration of local context have created a situation where the tension between 
national standards and local needs could affect the quality of students' education. The 
educational possibilities for children of indigenous ancestry are particularly at risk. The study is 
of importance for both Mexico and the United States. National vs. local is a significant topic in 
both nations, as is the issue of diverse ethnic groups and the extent to which students will be 
well served by national curriculum standards. 

Antecedents & need of study 

In 1990 after a long process of assessment and elaboration, Mexico began to create a new 
national curriculum for elementary and secondary schools. Once the plan was approved, the 
Mexican Department of Education initiated a process of evaluation review that led to the 
creation of detailed curricular plans and textbooks. The new curriculum was expected to 
accomplish various goals such as the improvement of educational quality, an increase in the 
educational attainment and skills of Mexican children, and the creation of national standards 
(Colosio, 1990; Beltran-Vera, 1990; Carranza, 1990). Additionally, the policy is expected to 
accomplish both modernization and decentralization of the educational system, a stronger 
participation of Mexican society in the educational arena, and the strengthening of national 
values (Gonzalez-Cantu, 1990; Pescador-Osuna, 1990; Gonzalez-Torres, 1990). In 1993, 
implementation of the reform was initiated by the new president, Ernesto Zedillo-Ponce De 
Leon. Since its implementation the new curriculum has been subject to controversy, both 
generally because of the decision to initiate decentralization by creating the national curriculum 
at the central level (Cisneros, 1996) and specifically by the promulgation of different 
perspectives through the rewriting of history books (De Palma, 1995). 

At the present, no research or evaluation has been conducted regarding the way in which the 
new secondary school curriculum is being implemented, or about the possible trade-offs in 
choosing a national instead of a local or regional approach in the creation of a decentralized 
curriculum. More research is also needed on how the new curriculum is satisfying the needs of 
different groups in the Mexican society and the possible implications of the new policy at the 
national, regional and state level. This study includes four case studies conducted in southeast 
Mexico in order to address the following issues /questions: 



1 This study was conducted with funding from the Tinker Foundation and the Center for Latin American and Caribbean 
Studies of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 
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